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Chapter One: Ashes Raining Down

 


Nancy Keene and her father sat in their
backyard painting headstones for Halloween decorations. Nancy, a
blue-eyed/blonde-haired fifteen-year-old, found some good epitaphs
to paint onto the headstones and was currently painting the
words:

 


Here lies Les Moore

Shot in the head with a 44

No Les, No more.

 


She and her father lived in Orange County,
California and it was 90 degrees outside with strong Santa Ana
winds blowing leaves into their swimming pool. Brush fires in the
nearby foothills created ashes that rained down on the father and
daughter as they painted.

“Oh, look Dad. It’s impossible to paint with
these ashes sticking to the headstones.”

Her father, Drew, a prominent attorney
downtown, told her, “I think we’re going to have to go inside to
continue our painting, honey.”

They gathered up the headstones, paint, and
brushes and went into their kitchen to lay everything out on the
table. Nancy put newspaper on and underneath the table to prevent
paint from dripping onto their floor.

“You know, Dad, it’s really hard to get into
the spirit of the season when it’s this hot outside. I wish we
still lived in the Adirondacks. Remember how beautiful the autumn
was there?”

“I know what you mean. I’m sorry we had to
move. There were just too many memories of your mother in our New
York house. It was too hard for me to stay there after her
death.”

“I understand, Dad. We had to move on, didn’t
we?”

“Are you not happy here in Santa Ana?”

“Oh, Dad. Don’t worry about me. I’ll get used
to it.”

“You’ve met some nice friends here. I’m sure
you’ll all have fun at your Halloween party.”

“You’re right, Dad. Listen to me complaining.
I’m the luckiest girl in the world!” she told him and walked over
to give him a big hug. “Let’s listen to A Prairie Home
Companion. That always cheers us up.” She was referring to the
long-running popular radio show on National Public Radio.

They continued their painting project indoors
while they listened to the show and laughed at some of Garrison
Keillor’s jokes. When the “News from Lake Wobegon” portion of the
show came on, Nancy and her father stopped what they were doing and
sat quietly in their front room listening and hanging on to each
word that the storyteller spoke.

Garrison talked about Pastor Liz, Dorothy’s
caramel rolls, The Sidetrack Tap, The Chatterbox Café, and the
bachelor farmers. When his monologue finished, Nancy decided to
light some cinnamon candles that she bought at Bath and Body Shop.
She turned on the faux fireplace and tried to feel cozy inside.
Still feeling restless, she told her father, “Let’s go get some
Pumpkin Spice Lattes, Dad. You can teach me how to drive now that I
got my learner’s permit.”

He had a surprise for her. “Speaking of you
driving, I’ve been looking at a blue vintage roadster that a friend
of mine is selling. I think you’ll like it. It’s a real
classic.”

“Great! When can I see it?”

“When you turn sixteen.”

“Is your friend willing to wait that
long?”

“Yes. He owes me a favor.”

“Awesome,” Nancy said, imagining herself
driving her friends to the beach in the summertime.

Nancy and her father headed out to Starbucks,
with Nancy in the driver’s seat. She managed to back out of their
driveway okay but had trouble getting used to the clutch and
shifting. The drive back home was a little smoother.

As she and her father sipped their lattes in
front of their faux fireplace, Nancy asked, “Dad, wouldn’t it be
great to go to Lake Wobegon?”

“Honey,” her dad reminded her, “It’s an
imaginary place.”

“I know that. Maybe there really are some
places like the Chatterbox Café. Wouldn’t it be fun to go find
out?”

“Well--it might be fun to try.”

“That’s the spirit, Dad!”

“I’ll see if I can take some time off in my
court calendar later in the month.”

“Can we please go before the fall leaves all
come down from the trees?”

“Honey, what will you do about school?”

“My teachers will understand. They’ll see it
as a great opportunity for me to write a travelogue. I could read
it to the class.”

“I don’t know if they’ll let you do that.
I’ll call the principal and see what he says. Let’s get you through
this Halloween party you’re planning first, okay?”

“Awesome, Dad. I knew you’d understand.”
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The Fitzgerald Theater

 


When her friends came for the party the
following night, ashes from the brush fires were still raining
down, making it difficult to be outdoors for the “best scarecrow”
contest. Earlier in the week, she’d bought some overalls and
flannel shirts to dress the scarecrows with, and tonight, her
friends did a great job trying to clothe them. The contest to see
who carved the best pumpkin had to be moved indoors. Earlier in the
week, Nancy had gone to Martha Stewart’s website and printed out
stencils of witches and black cats. Nancy liked tradition, so her
party included an oak barrel filled with water and apples for her
friends to dunk their mouths into and try to catch an apple with
their teeth. Some of her friends worried that the water might ruin
their makeup, but participated anyway, for Nancy’s sake. She was
the new kid at school and her girlfriends had taken her under their
wings. They thought she was a bit nerdy, but they loved her for
it.

Her party also had a best costume contest.
The winner, her friend Allison, was dressed as Madonna in her “Like
a Virgin” phase. Nancy was dressed like Twiggy in a houndstooth
mini skirt, a vintage poor-boy tubed top, and white go-go boots.
Earlier in the week, she had bought a short blond wig that made her
look like a pixie. For her party, she put on false eyelashes and
drew eyelashes on her lower eyelids with liquid black eyeliner.

Everybody at the party complained about how
hot it was. Nancy couldn’t wait for sweater weather.

Her friend Danielle said, “I can’t wait to
wear leggings.”

“I miss the leaves changing color and having
fires in the fireplace,” her friend Amanda chimed in.

“I miss cozying up with a good book in a nice
warm bed when it’s cold outside,” Allison added.

“I hope St. Paul will be all of those
things,” Nancy said as she told them about her trip. Most of them
had never heard of A Prairie Home Companion and thought it
was quaint that she listened to a radio show with her father every
Saturday night. Kinda nerdy, but quaint.


Chapter Two: Meeting Garrison Keillor

 


 


After a rough landing at the St. Paul
airport, Nancy and her father arrived at their hotel, tired and
bedraggled. By the time they got their rental car, it was 6:00 at
night and they only had time to get a quick dinner at the Denny’s
by their hotel before they settled in for the night.

The sun was shining, and the autumn leaves
were sparkling the next day as they began their quest for the real
“Lake Wobegon.” Little did they realize, but they would be running
into the one and only Garrison Keillor that afternoon as he was
walking out of a bookstore in St. Paul.

Nancy had been reading up on Wikipedia about
some of the places that the writer based his imaginary town upon,
and they were all located in Stearns County. Their first stop would
be Marine on St. Croix where Garrison Keillor lived in the
1970s.

As her father drove to the tiny town of 689
residents, Nancy marveled at how much the area reminded her of New
England in the fall. The maple leaves were in their red, gold, and
orange splendor. There were little towns with white churches
crowned by steeples that look like the ones you’d expect to see in
Connecticut or Vermont.

Nancy looked at some of the billboards and
laughed, saying how much they reminded her of Lake Wobegon. She
especially liked these signs: “Sven’s Comfort Shoes”; “Gustaf’s Up
North Gallery”; “Pontoon Boats for Rent”; and “Corn Mazes”.

“I want to go inside a corn maze while we’re
here. I’ve never heard of them before,” she told her father.

“We’ll see if we can find any.”

As they traveled down Highway 95, they saw
farmland and silos. “This is just how I imagined it,” Nancy gushed.
They arrived in the tiny little city of Marine on St. Croix. Her
father drove over and parked next to a white church, named Christ
Lutheran, which was established in 1872. Nancy told her father, “I
want to go to a Lutheran service while we’re here. Maybe there’ll
be someone like “Pastor Liz” in ‘The News from Lake Wobegon’.”
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Christ Lutheran Church in Marine on St. Croix

 


“We’ll see, honey. We are going to that
musical comedy, The Church Basement Ladies: The Last Potluck
Supper, tomorrow night. That ought to give us an idea of how
the Lutherans live.”

“I wonder if they’ll serve ‘Hula Hotdish’
like they do on Prairie Home?”

“We’ll find out. They supposedly like hot
dish in this part of the country—or so Garrison Keillor would have
us believe. Garrison called Lake Wobegon ‘The land of the hotdish’
and ‘The land of good enough’.”

Nancy pointed to the Marine General Store. “I
read that it was the model for “Ralph’s Pretty Good Grocery Store”;
you know, the one that Garrison described. She repeated his words,
“If you can’t find it at Ralph’s, then you probably can do without
it.”
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Marine General Store aka Ralph’s Pretty Good
Grocery

in Marine on St. Croix

 


“That’s funny,” her dad said. “Let’s go take
a look. I need to buy some Chapstick. Those Santa Ana winds back
home really dried me out.”

The sign outside the store stated that it was
built in 1849. They wandered around the tiny store, with its uneven
and wavy hardwood floors, and noticed a meat counter towards the
back where two butchers were preparing meat for the tiny community.
“I’m surprised there’s enough work for two butchers,” her father
noted.

When they walked outside, they decided to
check out the local library, a two-storied white building with
black trim that had a cupola with a bell inside. The building
reminded Nancy of a little schoolhouse one might find out in the
prairie. The library wasn’t open, and they saw a sign posted on the
door saying that it was only open from 4 PM ‘til 7 PM.

“Rat’s,” Nancy told her father. “I wanted to
take a look inside.” Walking inside, she peeked into the windows,
walked around, and found an open door. She discovered the small
town’s city hall. The foyer had a high bookshelf with rows of books
next to a sign that read, “Paperback Exchange.” It told people,
“Borrow a book without checking it out. Return it or shelve it here
or bring another. Thanks, and happy reading.” It was the honor
system, just like those little libraries they saw back home in some
bibliophile’s front yards.

Across the street, they saw “The Brookside
Bar and Grill” which was supposed to be a model for “The Sidetrack
Tap” in A Prairie Home Companion.
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Brookstone Bar and Grill in Marine on St. Croix

 


They decided to order some lunch and heard
the volunteer fire department sound its siren. It was
excruciatingly loud, and Nancy had to block her ears. They waited
around for something to happen and expected to see volunteers come
running to go put out a fire--but nobody came. Nancy noticed that
it was noon on her watch, and said, “Maybe it just blares when it’s
time for a break from work, like on The Flintstones.” Nancy
imagined Fred Flintstone saying, “Yabba, Dabba, Doo,” when his
workday was over.

Their next destination was Common Good Books,
where Garrison Keillor was the proprietor. After getting lost
navigating the downtown streets and unfamiliar freeways, Nancy and
her father finally located it. It was in a bohemian section of St.
Paul, near Macalester College. They found a nearby parking lot and,
as her father pulled in and looked for a space, Nancy saw a tall,
slightly disheveled elderly gentleman carrying two books and
walking straight towards them.

“Oh my God, Dad! That’s Garrison
Keillor!”

“Holy Crap!” They couldn’t believe their
luck.

The famous radio announcer walked to the
driver’s side of their car.

Nancy could barely contain her enthusiasm.
“Hurry! Say something, Dad!”

He
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